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Summer Reading Book List High School 

Students should select two books from the list below for their summer reading and book log 
assignments. 

Classics 

●​ Fahrenheit 451 — Ray Bradbury 
●​ The Catcher in the Rye — J. D. Salinger 
●​ Lord of the Flies — William Golding 
●​ The Old Man and the Sea — Ernest Hemingway 
●​ Brave New World — Aldous Huxley 

Modern Fiction 

●​ The Kite Runner — Khaled Hosseini 
●​ The Book Thief — Markus Zusak 
●​ The Alchemist — Paulo Coelho 
●​ A Monster Calls — Patrick Ness 
●​ The Road — Cormac McCarthy 

Historical Fiction 

●​ The Nightingale — Kristin Hannah 
●​ Salt to the Sea — Ruta Sepetys 
●​ Between Shades of Gray — Ruta Sepetys 
●​ Beneath a Scarlet Sky — Mark Sullivan 
●​ Code Name Verity — Elizabeth Wein 

Nonfiction & Memoir 

●​ Born a Crime — Trevor Noah 
●​ Educated — Tara Westover 
●​ Into the Wild — Jon Krakauer 
●​ Night — Elie Wiesel 
●​ Tuesdays with Morrie — Mitch Albom 

Science, Psychology & Big Ideas 

●​ Outliers — Malcolm Gladwell 
●​ The Tipping Point — Malcolm Gladwell 
●​ Atomic Habits — James Clear 
●​ The Psychology of Money — Morgan Housel 
●​ Grit — Angela Duckworth 



Fantasy & Science Fiction 

●​ Ender's Game — Orson Scott Card 
●​ Ready Player One — Ernest Cline 
●​ The Martian — Andy Weir 
●​ Scythe — Neal Shusterman 
●​ The Giver — Lois Lowry 

 



High School Summer Reading Book Log  

As you read, keep track of your thinking and reactions to the text. 

For every 3 chapters, choose ONE book log option from the list below and complete it. You may 
repeat options, but try to use a variety of responses throughout the book. Your entries should 
demonstrate thoughtful engagement with the text and include specific details, examples, or 
quotations when appropriate. 

Example: 

●​ Chapters 1–3 → Option 4: Personal Reflection 
●​ Chapters 4–6 → Option 1: Quote Analysis 
●​ Chapters 7–9 → Option 8: Significant Scene 

The goal is not to summarize every chapter, but to record your ideas, observations, questions, 
and analysis as you read. 

Requirements for Each Entry 

●​ Label the chapters covered. 
●​ Write at least one well-developed paragraph (5–8 sentences). 
●​ Include specific references to the text. 
●​ Use your own ideas and interpretations. 
●​ Avoid plot summary unless the option specifically requires it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Book Log Entry 1: Quote Analysis 

Choose an important quotation. 

Page #: _______ 

Quotation: 

Why is this quote important? 

What does it reveal about a character, theme, or conflict? 

Book Log Entry 2: Character Tracker 

Choose a character and discuss their development. 

Character: ___________________ 

What happened to this character in this section? 

How has the character changed? 

What do you predict will happen next? 

Book Log Entry 3: Theme Connection 

Identify a theme emerging in the text. 

Theme: ___________________ 

Evidence from the text: 

How does this section develop the theme? 

Connection to real life or society: 

Book Log Entry 4: Personal Reflection 

React as a reader. 

What surprised, confused, frustrated, or interested you most? 

Why did it stand out? 

Would you have reacted differently than the characters? 



Book Log Entry 5: Discussion Question 

Create a thoughtful discussion question. 

Question: 

Why is this question important? 

What is your answer? 

Book Log Entry 6: Author's Craft 

Focus on how the author writes. 

Identify one literary technique: 

●​ Symbolism 
●​ Irony 
●​ Foreshadowing 
●​ Imagery 
●​ Point of View 
●​ Characterization 

Example from the text: 

How does it affect the reader? 

Book Log Entry 7: Connections 

Make a connection. 

Choose one: 

●​ Text-to-Self 
●​ Text-to-Text 
●​ Text-to-World 

Connection: 

How does this connection deepen your understanding of the book? 

Book Log Entry 8: Significant Scene 

Select a scene you believe is important. 

Briefly summarize the scene: 



Why is it significant? 

How might it affect later events in the story? 

Book Log Entry 9: Agree or Disagree 

Respond to an idea from the text. 

Statement or belief from the book: 

Do you agree or disagree? 

Explain your reasoning using evidence from the text and your own thinking. 

Book Log Entry 10: Modern Connection 

Imagine the events taking place today. 

How would this situation be different in 2026? 

What role would technology, social media, or modern society play? 

Would the outcome change? Why or why not? 

 



Writing Section: Choose one prompt from each category and complete five essays over the 
course of the summer. Each essay should be at least two pages and follow the requirements 
listed for that category. Students are encouraged to select topics that genuinely interest them 
and allow them to demonstrate their thinking, analysis, and writing skills. 

1- Argument Writing: Take a position on an issue and defend it with reasoning and evidence. 

Respond to one prompt: 

1.​ Should artificial intelligence be allowed in schools? 
2.​ Does social media do more harm than good? 
3.​ Should voting be mandatory? 
4.​ Is success determined more by effort or opportunity? 
5.​ Are people too dependent on technology? 

Requirements: 

●​ Thesis 
●​ Two supporting reasons 
●​ Counterclaim 
●​ Conclusion 
●​ Works cited (if applicable) 

2- Personal Reflection: Tell a story or reflect on an experience, challenge, belief, or goal. 

Respond to ONE prompt: 

●​ What experience has had the greatest impact on who you are today? 
●​ Describe a challenge you faced and what you learned from it. 
●​ What is a belief or value that is important to you, and why? 
●​ What are your goals for the next stage of your life? 
●​ What book, person, or experience has changed your perspective? 

Requirements: 

●​ Strong personal voice 
●​ Specific examples and details 
●​ Reflection and insight 
●​ Organized introduction, body paragraphs, and conclusion 

3- Literary Analysis: Analyze a text, character, theme, symbol, conflict, or author's craft. 

Choose a book you read this summer and respond to ONE prompt: 

●​ Analyze a theme developed throughout the text. 



●​ Examine how a character changes over the course of the story. 
●​ Analyze a symbol and its significance. 
●​ Discuss a conflict and how it shapes the plot or characters. 
●​ Analyze an author's literary technique and its effect on the reader. 

Requirements: 

●​ Clear thesis statement 
●​ Direct quotations from the text 
●​ Analysis of evidence (not summary) 
●​ Organized introduction, body paragraphs, and conclusion 

4- Informative / Explanatory Writing: Teach the reader about a topic. 

Possible Prompts: 

●​ Explain how artificial intelligence works. 
●​ Explain a scientific discovery that interests you. 
●​ Explain an important historical event and its impact. 
●​ Explain a skill, hobby, or activity you know well. 
●​ Explain a current issue affecting society. 

Requirements: 

●​ Clear focus 
●​ Accurate information 
●​ Organized structure 
●​ Facts, examples, and explanations 
●​ Works Cited if sources are used 

5- Comparative Analysis: Compare two texts, films, historical figures, ideas, or experiences. 

Possible Prompts: 

●​ Compare two protagonists from different books. 
●​ Compare two films that explore a similar theme. 
●​ Compare two leaders and their leadership styles. 
●​ Compare how two authors address the same topic. 
●​ Compare life today with life 50 years ago. 

Requirements: 

●​ Clear thesis 
●​ Similarities and differences 
●​ Evidence from both subjects 
●​ Analysis, not just description 



●​ Works Cited if applicable 

General Writing Expectations (All Essays) 

●​ Typed, double-spaced 
●​ 12-point Times New Roman font 
●​ Proper heading and title 
●​ Proofread for grammar, spelling, and punctuation 
●​ Original work written in your own words 
●​ AI may be used for brainstorming or editing, but the ideas, analysis, and writing must be 

your own 

 



AP Language Speech Analysis Toolkit 

Common Rhetorical Terms Reference 

Appeals 

Ethos​
 Appeal to credibility, character, or authority. 

Pathos​
 Appeal to emotions. 

Logos​
 Appeal to logic, facts, and reasoning. 

Organization & Structure 

Repetition​
 Repeating words or phrases for emphasis. 

Parallelism​
 Using similar grammatical structures to emphasize ideas. 

Juxtaposition​
 Placing two contrasting ideas side by side. 

Antithesis​
 Presenting opposing ideas in a balanced structure. 

Enumeration​
 Listing examples, details, or ideas. 

Rhetorical Question​
 A question asked for effect rather than an answer. 

Language & Style 

Diction​
 The author's word choice. 

Tone​
 The speaker's attitude toward the subject. 

Imagery​
 Language that appeals to the senses. 



Metaphor​
 A comparison without using "like" or "as." 

Simile​
 A comparison using "like" or "as." 

Allusion​
 A reference to a historical event, person, text, or idea. 

Anecdote​
 A brief personal story used to illustrate a point. 

Hyperbole​
 Deliberate exaggeration for emphasis. 

Purpose & Argument 

Claim​
 The speaker's main argument. 

Evidence​
 Facts, examples, stories, or statistics that support the claim. 

Counterargument​
 Acknowledging an opposing viewpoint. 

Call to Action​
 Encouraging the audience to think or act. 

 



Speech Analysis Tracker 

Speech Title: ______________________________ 

Speaker: ______________________________ 

Date Delivered: ______________________________ 

 

Before Reading/Watching 

What do you already know about this speaker or topic? 

 

 

Main Message 

What is the speaker's central claim or message? 

 

Key Quotations 

Quote Why is it 
Significant? 

  

  

  

Rhetorical Strategies Identify at least three rhetorical techniques. 

Technique         Example from the 
Speech 

Effect on the 
Audience 

   

   

   



 

 

 

 

Appeals 

How does the speaker use these appeals? 

Tone 

What tone does the speaker use? 

□ Inspirational​
 □ Urgent​
 □ Reflective​
 □ Humorous​
 □ Serious​
 □ Optimistic​
 □ Critical​
 □ Other: ____________ 

Provide evidence: 

 

Personal Reflection 

What idea from the speech stood out most to you? 

Do you agree or disagree with the speaker's message? Why? 

 

Challenge Question (Optional) 

Which rhetorical strategy was most effective in helping the speaker achieve their purpose? 
Explain using specific evidence from the speech. 

 



Transcription of the 2005 Kenyon Commencement Address - 
May 21, 2005 

 
Written and Delivered by David Foster Wallace 

 
(If anybody feels like perspiring [cough], I'd advise you to go ahead, 
because I'm sure going to. In fact I'm gonna [mumbles while pulling up 
his gown and taking out a handkerchief from his pocket].) Greetings 
["parents"?] and congratulations to Kenyon's graduating class of 2005. 
There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet 
an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says 
"Morning, boys. How's the water?" And the two young fish swim on for a 
bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes 
"What the hell is water?" 
 
This is a standard requirement of US commencement speeches, the 
deployment of didactic little parable-ish stories. The story ["thing"] turns 
out to be one of the better, less bullshitty conventions of the genre, but if 
you're worried that I plan to present myself here as the wise, older fish 
explaining what water is to you younger fish, please don't be. I am not the 
wise old fish. The point of the fish story is merely that the most obvious, 
important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk 
about. Stated as an English sentence, of course, this is just a banal 
platitude, but the fact is that in the day to day trenches of adult existence, 
banal platitudes can have a life or death importance, or so I wish to 
suggest to you on this dry and lovely morning. 
 
Of course the main requirement of speeches like this is that I'm supposed 
to talk about your liberal arts education's meaning, to try to explain why 
the degree you are about to receive has actual human value instead of just 
a material payoff. So let's talk about the single most pervasive cliché in the 
commencement speech genre, which is that a liberal arts education is not 
so much about filling you up with knowledge as it is about quote teaching 
you how to think. If you're like me as a student, you've never liked hearing 
this, and you tend to feel a bit insulted by the claim that you needed 
anybody to teach you how to think, since the fact that you even got 
admitted to a college this good seems like proof that you already know 
how to think. But I'm going to posit to you that the liberal arts cliché 



turns out not to be insulting at all, because the really significant education 
in thinking that we're supposed to get in a place like this isn't really about 
the capacity to think, but rather about the choice of what to think about. 
If your total freedom of choice regarding what to think about seems too 
obvious to waste time discussing, I'd ask you to think about fish and 
water, and to bracket for just a few minutes your skepticism about the 
value of the totally obvious. 
 
Here's another didactic little story. There are these two guys sitting 
together in a bar in the remote Alaskan wilderness. One of the guys is 
religious, the other is an atheist, and the two are arguing about the 
existence of God with that special intensity that comes after about the 
fourth beer. And the atheist says: "Look, it's not like I don't have actual 
reasons for not believing in God. It's not like I haven't ever experimented 
with the whole God and prayer thing. Just last month I got caught away 
from the camp in that terrible blizzard, and I was totally lost and I 
couldn't see a thing, and it was fifty below, and so I tried it: I fell to my 
knees in the snow and cried out 'Oh, God, if there is a God, I'm lost in 
this blizzard, and I'm gonna die if you don't help me.'" And now, in the 
bar, the religious guy looks at the atheist all puzzled. "Well then you must 
believe now," he says, "After all, here you are, alive." The atheist just rolls 
his eyes. "No, man, all that was was a couple Eskimos happened to come 
wandering by and showed me the way back to camp." 
 
It's easy to run this story through kind of a standard liberal arts analysis: 
the exact same experience can mean two totally different things to two 
different people, given those people's two different belief templates and 
two different ways of constructing meaning from experience. Because we 
prize tolerance and diversity of belief, nowhere in our liberal arts analysis 
do we want to claim that one guy's interpretation is true and the other 
guy's is false or bad. Which is fine, except we also never end up talking 
about just where these individual templates and beliefs come from. 
Meaning, where they come from INSIDE the two guys. As if a person's 
most basic orientation toward the world, and the meaning of his 
experience were somehow just hard-wired, like height or shoe-size; or 
automatically absorbed from the culture, like language. As if how we 
construct meaning were not actually a matter of personal, intentional 
choice. Plus, there's the whole matter of arrogance. The nonreligious guy 



is so totally certain in his dismissal of the possibility that the passing 
Eskimos had anything to do with his prayer for help. True, there are 
plenty of religious people who seem arrogant and certain of their own 
interpretations, too. They're probably even more repulsive than atheists, at 
least to most of us. But religious dogmatists' problem is exactly the same 
as the story's unbeliever: blind certainty, a close-mindedness that amounts 
to an imprisonment so total that the prisoner doesn't even know he's 
locked up. 
 
The point here is that I think this is one part of what teaching me how to 
think is really supposed to mean. To be just a little less arrogant. To have 
just a little critical awareness about myself and my certainties. Because a 
huge percentage of the stuff that I tend to be automatically certain of is, it 
turns out, totally wrong and deluded. I have learned this the hard way, as I 
predict you graduates will, too. 
 
Here is just one example of the total wrongness of something I tend to be 
automatically sure of: everything in my own immediate experience 
supports my deep belief that I am the absolute center of the universe; the 
realist, most vivid and important person in existence. We rarely think 
about this sort of natural, basic self-centeredness because it's so socially 
repulsive. But it's pretty much the same for all of us. It is our default 
setting, hard-wired into our boards at birth. Think about it: there is no 
experience you have had that you are not the absolute center of. The 
world as you experience it is there in front of YOU or behind YOU, to 
the left or right of YOU, on YOUR TV or YOUR monitor. And so on. 
Other people's thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to you 
somehow, but your own are so immediate, urgent, real. 
 
Please don't worry that I'm getting ready to lecture you about compassion 
or other-directedness or all the so-called virtues. This is not a matter of 
virtue. It's a matter of my choosing to do the work of somehow altering 
or getting free of my natural, hard-wired default setting which is to be 
deeply and literally self-centered and to see and interpret everything 
through this lens of self. People who can adjust their natural default 
setting this way are often described as being "well-adjusted", which I 
suggest to you is not an accidental term. 
 



Given the triumphant academic setting here, an obvious question is how 
much of this work of adjusting our default setting involves actual 
knowledge or intellect. This question gets very tricky. Probably the most 
dangerous thing about an academic education -- least in my own case -- is 
that it enables my tendency to over-intellectualize stuff, to get lost in 
abstract argument inside my head, instead of simply paying attention to 
what is going on right in front of me, paying attention to what is going on 
inside me. 
 
As I'm sure you guys know by now, it is extremely difficult to stay alert 
and attentive, instead of getting hypnotized by the constant monologue 
inside your own head (may be happening right now). Twenty years after 
my own graduation, I have come gradually to understand that the liberal 
arts cliché about teaching you how to think is actually shorthand for a 
much deeper, more serious idea: learning how to think really means 
learning how to exercise some control over how and what you think. It 
means being conscious and aware enough to choose what you pay 
attention to and to choose how you construct meaning from experience. 
Because if you cannot exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be 
totally hosed. Think of the old cliché about quote the mind being an 
excellent servant but a terrible master. 
 
This, like many clichés, so lame and unexciting on the surface, actually 
expresses a great and terrible truth. It is not the least bit coincidental that 
adults who commit suicide with firearms almost always shoot themselves 
in: the head. They shoot the terrible master. And the truth is that most of 
these suicides are actually dead long before they pull the trigger. 
 
And I submit that this is what the real, no bullshit value of your liberal 
arts education is supposed to be about: how to keep from going through 
your comfortable, prosperous, respectable adult life dead, unconscious, a 
slave to your head and to your natural default setting of being uniquely, 
completely, imperially alone day in and day out. That may sound like 
hyperbole, or abstract nonsense. Let's get concrete. The plain fact is that 
you graduating seniors do not yet have any clue what "day in day out" 
really means. There happen to be whole, large parts of adult American life 
that nobody talks about in commencement speeches. One such part 
involves boredom, routine, and petty frustration. The parents and older 



folks here will know all too well what I'm talking about. 
 
By way of example, let's say it's an average adult day, and you get up in the 
morning, go to your challenging, white-collar, college-graduate job, and 
you work hard for eight or ten hours, and at the end of the day you're 
tired and somewhat stressed and all you want is to go home and have a 
good supper and maybe unwind for an hour, and then hit the sack early 
because, of course, you have to get up the next day and do it all again. But 
then you remember there's no food at home. You haven't had time to 
shop this week because of your challenging job, and so now after work 
you have to get in your car and drive to the supermarket. It's the end of 
the work day and the traffic is apt to be: very bad. So getting to the store 
takes way longer than it should, and when you finally get there, the 
supermarket is very crowded, because of course it's the time of day when 
all the other people with jobs also try to squeeze in some grocery 
shopping. And the store is hideously lit and infused with soul-killing 
muzak or corporate pop and it's pretty much the last place you want to be 
but you can't just get in and quickly out; you have to wander all over the 
huge, over-lit store's confusing aisles to find the stuff you want and you 
have to maneuver your junky cart through all these other tired, hurried 
people with carts (et cetera, et cetera, cutting stuff out because this is a 
long ceremony) and eventually you get all your supper supplies, except 
now it turns out there aren't enough check-out lanes open even though 
it's the end-of-the-day rush. So the checkout line is incredibly long, which 
is stupid and infuriating. But you can't take your frustration out on the 
frantic lady working the register, who is overworked at a job whose daily 
tedium and meaninglessness surpasses the imagination of any of us here at 
a prestigious college. 
 
But anyway, you finally get to the checkout line's front, and you pay for 
your food, and you get told to "Have a nice day" in a voice that is the 
absolute voice of death. Then you have to take your creepy, flimsy, plastic 
bags of groceries in your cart with the one crazy wheel that pulls 
maddeningly to the left, all the way out through the crowded, bumpy, 
littery parking lot, and then you have to drive all the way home through 
slow, heavy, SUV-intensive, rush-hour traffic, et cetera et cetera. 
 
Everyone here has done this, of course. But it hasn't yet been part of you 



graduates' actual life routine, day after week after month after year. 
 
But it will be. And many more dreary, annoying, seemingly meaningless 
routines besides. But that is not the point. The point is that petty, 
frustrating crap like this is exactly where the work of choosing is gonna 
come in. Because the traffic jams and crowded aisles and long checkout 
lines give me time to think, and if I don't make a conscious decision about 
how to think and what to pay attention to, I'm gonna be pissed and 
miserable every time I have to shop. Because my natural default setting is 
the certainty that situations like this are really all about me. About MY 
hungriness and MY fatigue and MY desire to just get home, and it's going 
to seem for all the world like everybody else is just in my way. And who 
are all these people in my way? And look at how repulsive most of them 
are, and how stupid and cow-like and dead-eyed and nonhuman they 
seem in the checkout line, or at how annoying and rude it is that people 
are talking loudly on cell phones in the middle of the line. And look at 
how deeply and personally unfair this is. 
 
Or, of course, if I'm in a more socially conscious liberal arts form of my 
default setting, I can spend time in the end-of-the-day traffic being 
disgusted about all the huge, stupid, lane-blocking SUV's and Hummers 
and V-12 pickup trucks, burning their wasteful, selfish, forty-gallon tanks 
of gas, and I can dwell on the fact that the patriotic or religious bumper-
stickers always seem to be on the biggest, most disgustingly selfish 
vehicles, driven by the ugliest [responding here to loud applause] (this is 
an example of how NOT to think, though) most disgustingly selfish 
vehicles, driven by the ugliest, most inconsiderate and aggressive drivers. 
And I can think about how our children's children will despise us for 
wasting all the future's fuel, and probably screwing up the climate, and 
how spoiled and stupid and selfish and disgusting we all are, and how 
modern consumer society just sucks, and so forth and so on. 
 
You get the idea. 
 
If I choose to think this way in a store and on the freeway, fine. Lots of us 
do. Except thinking this way tends to be so easy and automatic that it 
doesn't have to be a choice. It is my natural default setting. It's the 
automatic way that I experience the boring, frustrating, crowded parts of 



adult life when I'm operating on the automatic, unconscious belief that I 
am the center of the world, and that my immediate needs and feelings are 
what should determine the world's priorities. 
 
The thing is that, of course, there are totally different ways to think about 
these kinds of situations. In this traffic, all these vehicles stopped and 
idling in my way, it's not impossible that some of these people in SUV's 
have been in horrible auto accidents in the past, and now find driving so 
terrifying that their therapist has all but ordered them to get a huge, heavy 
SUV so they can feel safe enough to drive. Or that the Hummer that just 
cut me off is maybe being driven by a father whose little child is hurt or 
sick in the seat next to him, and he's trying to get this kid to the hospital, 
and he's in a bigger, more legitimate hurry than I am: it is actually I who 
am in HIS way. 
 
Or I can choose to force myself to consider the likelihood that everyone 
else in the supermarket's checkout line is just as bored and frustrated as I 
am, and that some of these people probably have harder, more tedious 
and painful lives than I do. 
 
Again, please don't think that I'm giving you moral advice, or that I'm 
saying you are supposed to think this way, or that anyone expects you to 
just automatically do it. Because it's hard. It takes will and effort, and if 
you are like me, some days you won't be able to do it, or you just flat out 
won't want to. 
 
But most days, if you're aware enough to give yourself a choice, you can 
choose to look differently at this fat, dead-eyed, over-made-up lady who 
just screamed at her kid in the checkout line. Maybe she's not usually like 
this. Maybe she's been up three straight nights holding the hand of a 
husband who is dying of bone cancer. Or maybe this very lady is the low-
wage clerk at the motor vehicle department, who just yesterday helped 
your spouse resolve a horrific, infuriating, red-tape problem through some 
small act of bureaucratic kindness. Of course, none of this is likely, but it's 
also not impossible. It just depends what you what to consider. If you're 
automatically sure that you know what reality is, and you are operating on 
your default setting, then you, like me, probably won't consider 
possibilities that aren't annoying and miserable. But if you really learn how 



to pay attention, then you will know there are other options. It will 
actually be within your power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, 
consumer-hell type situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire 
with the same force that made the stars: love, fellowship, the mystical 
oneness of all things deep down. 
 
Not that that mystical stuff is necessarily true. The only thing that's 
capital-T True is that you get to decide how you're gonna try to see it. 
This, I submit, is the freedom of a real education, of learning how to be 
well-adjusted. You get to consciously decide what has meaning and what 
doesn't. You get to decide what to worship. 
 
Because here's something else that's weird but true: in the day-to day 
trenches of adult life, there is actually no such thing as atheism. There is 
no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice 
we get is what to worship. And the compelling reason for maybe choosing 
some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to worship -- be it JC or Allah, be 
it YHWH or the Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four Noble Truths, or 
some inviolable set of ethical principles -- is that pretty much anything 
else you worship will eat you alive. If you worship money and things, if 
they are where you tap real meaning in life, then you will never have 
enough, never feel you have enough. It's the truth. Worship your body 
and beauty and sexual allure and you will always feel ugly. And when time 
and age start showing, you will die a million deaths before they finally 
grieve you. On one level, we all know this stuff already. It's been codified 
as myths, proverbs, clichés, epigrams, parables; the skeleton of every great 
story. The whole trick is keeping the truth up front in daily consciousness. 
 
Worship power, you will end up feeling weak and afraid, and you will 
need ever more power over others to numb you to your own fear. 
Worship your intellect, being seen as smart, you will end up feeling stupid, 
a fraud, always on the verge of being found out. But the insidious thing 
about these forms of worship is not that they're evil or sinful, it's that 
they're unconscious. They are default settings. 
 
They're the kind of worship you just gradually slip into, day after day, 
getting more and more selective about what you see and how you measure 
value without ever being fully aware that that's what you're doing. 



 
And the so-called real world will not discourage you from operating on 
your default settings, because the so-called real world of men and money 
and power hums merrily along in a pool of fear and anger and frustration 
and craving and worship of self. Our own present culture has harnessed 
these forces in ways that have yielded extraordinary wealth and comfort 
and personal freedom. The freedom all to be lords of our tiny skull-sized 
kingdoms, alone at the center of all creation. This kind of freedom has 
much to recommend it. But of course there are all different kinds of 
freedom, and the kind that is most precious you will not hear much talk 
about much in the great outside world of wanting and achieving and 
[unintelligible -- sounds like "displayal"]. The really important kind of 
freedom involves attention and awareness and discipline, and being able 
truly to care about other people and to sacrifice for them over and over in 
myriad petty, unsexy ways every day. 
 
That is real freedom. That is being educated, and understanding how to 
think. The alternative is unconsciousness, the default setting, the rat race, 
the constant gnawing sense of having had, and lost, some infinite thing. 
 
I know that this stuff probably doesn't sound fun and breezy or grandly 
inspirational the way a commencement speech is supposed to sound. 
What it is, as far as I can see, is the capital-T Truth, with a whole lot of 
rhetorical niceties stripped away. You are, of course, free to think of it 
whatever you wish. But please don't just dismiss it as just some finger-
wagging Dr. Laura sermon. None of this stuff is really about morality or 
religion or dogma or big fancy questions of life after death. 
 
The capital-T Truth is about life BEFORE death. 
 
It is about the real value of a real education, which has almost nothing to 
do with knowledge, and everything to do with simple awareness; 
awareness of what is so real and essential, so hidden in plain sight all 
around us, all the time, that we have to keep reminding ourselves over and 
over: 
 
"This is water." 
"This is water." 



 
It is unimaginably hard to do this, to stay conscious and alive in the adult 
world day in and day out. Which means yet another grand cliché turns out 
to be true: your education really IS the job of a lifetime. And it 
commences: now. 
 
I wish you way more than luck. 



David Foster Wallace, “This Is Water” Speech 

1.​ In the opening fish anecdote, Wallace uses a simple parable to introduce a 
complex idea. How does this anecdote establish the central message of the speech? In 
your response, analyze how Wallace uses the story to prepare the audience for his 
discussion of awareness, perspective, and everyday life. 

 

2.​ Wallace repeatedly refers to people’s “default setting.” What does he mean by this 
phrase, and how does he develop the idea throughout the speech? Analyze how his 
diction, examples, and repetition help communicate his warning about self-centered 
thinking. 

 

3.​ Wallace includes a detailed example of a frustrating trip to the grocery store after 
work. Analyze how this extended hypothetical situation supports his purpose. Why does 
Wallace focus on such an ordinary and unpleasant experience rather than a dramatic 
event? 

 

4.​ Wallace often shifts between humor, blunt language, and serious reflection.​
 Analyze how these shifts in tone affect the audience. How do they help Wallace make a 
speech about education and adult life feel more personal, direct, and persuasive? 

 

5.​ At the end of the speech, Wallace argues that “the real value of a real education” 
is learning how to choose what to think about.​
 Write an essay analyzing the rhetorical strategies Wallace uses to develop this claim. 
Consider his use of anecdotes, repetition, contrast, direct address, and hypothetical 
examples. 

 



https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-the-explosion-the-space-shuttle
-challenger 

 

Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on the Explosion of the Space 
Shuttle Challenger” Questions 

1.​ Reagan begins by explaining that he changed his planned State of the Union address 
because of the disaster. Analyze how this opening establishes the speech’s tone and 
prepares the audience for his message. 

 

2.​ Reagan repeatedly frames the crew as “heroes” and “pioneers.” Analyze how this 
characterization helps him honor the astronauts while also defending the value of 
continued space exploration. 

 

3.​ The address shifts its focus several times: from the nation as a whole, to the astronauts’ 
families, to schoolchildren, and finally to NASA employees. Analyze how Reagan adapts 
his language and appeals for these different audiences. 

 

4.​ Reagan argues that the disaster should not end the country’s space program. Analyze 
how he uses contrast, repetition, and forward-looking language to create reassurance 
and maintain public confidence. 

 

5.​ In the final paragraph, Reagan uses an allusion to Sir Francis Drake and closes with 
imagery about the crew’s final journey. Write an essay analyzing how Reagan uses 
these references and images to transform a national tragedy into a tribute to courage, 
exploration, and sacrifice. 

The address was delivered on January 28, 1986, after the Challenger disaster; it moves from 
national mourning to reassurance that exploration will continue. 

 



Independent Speech Analysis

Choose ONE additional speech from the list below. Read or watch it, then complete
a new copy of the Speech Analysis Tracker.

Use the AP Language Speech Analysis Toolkit as you work. Identify rhetorical strategies,
appeals, tone, diction, structure, and other choices the speaker makes. Do not only name
techniques; explain how they help the speaker communicate a message and affect the audience.

Choose one:
1. Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have a Dream”
2. Malala Yousafzai, United Nations Youth Assembly Address
3. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, “The Danger of a Single Story”
4. Steve Jobs, Stanford Commencement Address
5. J.K. Rowling, Harvard Commencement Address
6. Barack Obama, “Yes We Can” Speech
7. Amanda Gorman, “The Hill We Climb”
8. Elie Wiesel, “The Perils of Indifference”
9. Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?”
10. Greta Thunberg, United Nations Climate Action Summit Speech

Selected Speech: __________________________________________________________
Speaker: ___________________________________________________________________



Speech Analysis Tracker 

Speech Title: ______________________________ 

Speaker: ______________________________ 

Date Delivered: ______________________________ 

 

Before Reading/Watching 

What do you already know about this speaker or topic? 

 

 

Main Message 

What is the speaker's central claim or message? 

 

Key Quotations 

Quote Why is it 
Significant? 

  

  

  

Rhetorical Strategies Identify at least three rhetorical techniques. 

Technique         Example from the 
Speech 

Effect on the 
Audience 

   

   

   



 

 

 

 

Appeals 

How does the speaker use these appeals? 

Tone 

What tone does the speaker use? 

□ Inspirational​
 □ Urgent​
 □ Reflective​
 □ Humorous​
 □ Serious​
 □ Optimistic​
 □ Critical​
 □ Other: ____________ 

Provide evidence: 

 

Personal Reflection 

What idea from the speech stood out most to you? 

Do you agree or disagree with the speaker's message? Why? 

 

Challenge Question (Optional) 

Which rhetorical strategy was most effective in helping the speaker achieve their purpose? 
Explain using specific evidence from the speech. 

 


